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Introduction

Few oosarvers oI tae new.y independent city-staze oI
Sincavore 1n 1965 wou_d nave cuessed tiaat 1T was to osecome one of
tne greatest economic success stories oZ the _atter nall oI tae
20t century Thouga blessed with a ey position astride a ma-or
worlc tracdinc route, 1t apveared to be increasincly isolatec
wizain tae recion, both politically and economically. Indeed,
with serious social proolems oI 1its own on tae norizon, the
country was as much a candidate for domeszic disintegration as
economic take-off.

Taat Lee Kuan Yew avoided tae Zormer and succeeded beyond
anyone's dreams in the latter 1s the ultimate trioute to his
political acumen and strategic vision _ike Lenin, wao a half
cenzury ear_ier took control oI state with serious internal and
external vu_nerabilities, Lee's priority was internal stability
and economic modernization Like Lenin as well, Lee sought rapid
modernizac-ion througa an ambitious orogram of economic and social
transformation One Zinal simi_arity between these two men:
possessed of extraorcinary confidence in their own policy

prescriptions, they were preparec to exiaort, cajo_e and 1f need

be coerce their vdopulace into going along n a sense, bo:th
leaders saw c—aemselves as tae vancuarc of their -- arcuadbly very
cifferent -- revolutions Why then cic Lee succezd wiaere Lenin

fai1lec” Altzouch Lenin certainly faced the more Zaunting tas<,
tals paper will argue tnaat a crucia. elsment of L=ze's success _ay

in hxzs more s<i1_lful use of scarce resources _n particu-ar, _ee



was strikingly successful in convincing others to direc:t taeir
resources tcwards achieving 11s onjectives A_zaouch Lee was no:z
aosove app_ying pressure agalnst reca_citrants (i1n comestic
polizics), cenera.ly his strategies relied more on co-optation
—~han coercion.
International Context

Botna tae regional anc wor_c geopolitical contexts taat
Singapore faced in the early 1960s were far from Zavoraosle.
Reciona_ly, most of Singapore's neichbors were Ddeset o varying
degrees oy »olitical instanilizy: to the east, Indochina was
wracced by a civil war, Caina was in tae midst of a tumu_tuous
revolutionary experiment; to t“he west, Burma anc Taailand were
far from pclitically st-able; and to the south, tae Communist bic
Zor power 1in Indonesia was in full swing. In saorz, political
instanility placued the region

Singarore's domes:tic prospects 1n 1965 were only marginally
oetter thar 1ts neighbors' Thougna already boasting considerable
skills i1n regional trading and ban<ing, the country's
transformat:on into a modern economy was still far from complete.
In the mearnzime, many saw 1its alarmingly-aigh oirth rate and higxz

pooulation zensity as a ticking zime bomb Much of tnae economy

remalinec heavily concentratec i1n sma_l shods anc small
agricu_turs, wial_e tae modern sector devendec neavily on -ust one
employer ~ne Britisa navy The nation's colorZul mix cf etanac

crouvns anc religions tareatened to become a Iurctiher source of

instaonilit:-, parzicular_y 1if economic crowth faltered Fina_ly,



tne failure that year of the political federation with Malaysia
oroved a trivo_e blow: economic, as the reimposit:ion of custcom
barriers closed nearby Ma_ayan markezs and put into doubt
Sincapore's Zocus on regional economic intecration; territorial,
as Singapore _ost access o new land that could have eased its
vooulaztion density oroblem, and -- most crucially -- political,
as the loss of the federation umbrella forced Sincapore zo devote
valuan_e time and energy to reconstructing 1ts political
1denzizy. Furtaermore, though the British naval presence
provided protection {(Zfor a time, from outrigat invasion, Lee
could only assume tnat Sincapore's geostrategic position astride
critical trade rouces made it a tempting target for
destabilizazion.
Interests and Objectives

Given the dancgers inherent in Singapore's geographic
vosition and tae fragility oI its internal policics, the nation's
leaders naturally Zocused on a defensive strategy. Their concern
was not expansion or power drojection, but simply survival in a
hostile environment. Tae attempted merger with Malaya was in
this sense a logical atzempt to seek shelter within a larger,
stronger entizy. Lee himselZ, doubzful of Singacore's viability
as an indevpencent state, had fought tenacious.y to salvace tae
Federation, and 1ts failure left him severely depressed.1

Tnhappily consigned to incependence, Lee's ci:iy-state faced

a number of daunting objectives, 1ncluding-

' ¢ M. Turnball, A History of Singapore, 1819-198& Singadore-

Oxford TUniversity Press, 1.988) 297.
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--How to maintain domestic political stability given the unstable
regional context, the appeal of Communist ideology to many
Chinese youth, and the fragility of its new political
institutions? On the »ositive sice, the two-year experiment
wita —he Federation hacd oought Lee valuable time to reduce tae
oower of The Zeftist opvoosition, and the Communists no _onger
represented an immediate threat to the new government that met 1in

Septemoer 1965. Nevertheless, any serious government misstevs

Id‘,

could easily re-ignite political straife.

--How to modernize the economy, create the economic growth
necessary to provide jobs, and improve living conditions for the
growing population? Although Singapore had long been a major
center 1in regional tracde, tae nationalistic tensions of 1965
suggested taat Singapore's neighbors micht wish to develop their
own trade anc finance expertise, to tae detrimen:z of Singapore's
economy. Furthermore, Singapore possessed neitaer tne capital
resources nor the technical skills needed to compete 1n Zae Firs:
World economy To grow quickly, 1t would need Western help.
--How to ward off outside aggressors and ensure that regional
instability did not disrupt the trade flows so critical to
Singapore's economy, despite the fact that Singapore was far too
small to project military power beyond its borders? Tne
capacity o resist external attac< did become more of an 1issue
witna tae Braitish withdrawal For Singapore's trace-onased
economy, however, the critical issue was 10w to secure the sea

lanes, given its own lac< oI manpower anc Ilnanc-a. resources?



National Strategy and its Implementation

A_thouga Lee's po_icies have clearly evolved over tae years
to adjust o his country's chancging fortunes, 1t 1s vossidle to
disti1ll severa. key principles that characterizec his av»oroach to
nationa_ stracegy The Zirst 1s the link between interna’ and
externa_ policy. Singapore's combinazion of stratecic
vulneranility and interna’l instadility caused tae Lee government
to assume somezthing of a siege mentality The nation coulc only
face the hosti_e world with conZidence 1if 1ts domestic house was
in order, and Lee devoted himselZ to the latter eZfort. Though
circumstances have clearly evolved since 1965, Lee's tencency to
see strategic 1ssues through a domestic prism has endured. Asked
by interviewer Fareed Zakaria, for example, about Singapcre's
harsa treatmen: of drug users, Lee replied that zhe T.S. migh:
have the luxury oI taking i1ts fight against narcotics overseas,
but little Singapore could not. Its only hope of figatinc
narcotics was to make 1ts domestic defenses impervious to
venetraTion

A seconc enduring orinciple of Leesian national stratecy 1is
tne empnaasis on state leadershin. Though, li<e Reacan, Lee
emohasized moral values and lauded the family as t—ze bedroc< of
socia. order, ne was no socia. _aissez-fairist. Lee was at
dottom a socia. Darwinist who was convinced Zaat 11s OwWwn SuDerior
intellect gave him the righ: and ob-i1igation to »urs.e a oroad

acenda oZ social caance far more amoitious taan anythinc Reacan

2 S . . -
Fareed Zakarra, ‘A Conversation wita Lee Xuan Yew, ZForeign

AZZairs Vol 73, No.2{(Marca/April -994)- 112



could nave dreamed of Queried by Za<karia about the role of
individual Zreecom, Lee replied that of course 1t was imporzanz,
out thazt the i1incdividual could only properly en-oy Zreedom witain
a structure of order provided by tae State.>

These v»rinciples drovided the intellectual impetus for an
ambitious strategy of social reinvention. Radical change,
aowever, demands Zirm political control, and Lee was s<illful ain
ceveloping a crisis mentality to strengtaen ais hand. For
example, he used the announcement of the 3ritish military pull-
out in 968 to impose drastic restrictions on laocor unions. Tae
rationale: 1n the midst of an "economic crisis", the nation
cou.d not aZford labor unrest.® The crisis eventually passed,
ouT the unions never regained their old indepencence.

There were two reasons for Lee's over-riding emphasis on
social transZormation. The first was tae be_ief zhat a greater
sense of Sincavorean, as opoosed to ethnic, i1dentity was a
critical factor in political stability. Accordingly, many
orograms witn obszensibly diZferent goals carried a "unizy"
twist. For example, the housing modernization program not on.y
improved living stancards, but 1t destroyed traditional
neichboraocods, reonlacing them with Zarge, ethnically-diverse
housing projects where tae covernment had no natural compezitors

Zor political control.>

Zakaria .1

Turnbu’l 30Cs

James Minchin, No Man Is An Is_and Lonndon Allen & “nwin,
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Ul o W



Secondly, Lee »npelieved that certain caanges in cultural
naonits were so essential Zor development taat they requirec a
strong state hand. Reducing tae birth raze, for example, was
critical to dealing wita land scarcity, and tae Lee covernment
devoted substantial carrots and stic<s to accomplishing that
oo-ective Lee's passion for creating the model citizen could
even border on the obsessive: witness the myriad laws against
~he public caewing of gum, use of profanity and the like.

At tne same time, critical to understanding tne success of
Lee's political and economic strategy 1s that he never tried to
substituze the state for the family as tae essential social unit.
Ee never offered a comprehensive welfare policy, for example,
oreZerring instead that citizens rely on the Zamily unit for
emergency suppor: Most crucially, policies such as encouraging
aome ownership were used o give families a real stake in the
economic boom 6 Tae government's success in ensuring taat
ordinary citizens particivated in the larger economic Drosperity
mace 1T much easier o co-opt them into supvorting the res:t of
—ae agenda.

Lee's other key priority was economic growth anc
mocernization AZtaough obviously a »riority Zor 1ts own saxe,
~his too containec elements of foreicn policy. all tne eZfcrts
to protec:t tae polity against external sudbversion would be Ifor
naucht 1Z the econcmy coulcd not celiver joss. What 1s stri<ing

aoout Lee's approaca to economic growth, ncwever, was his

—

Minchin 250
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wi__incness to trace some loss of conzrol in order zo attrac:
foreicn i1nvestmenz. Unlike most oI 11s Asian contemooraries, Lee
opted Zor an oven-door policy toward trade and investment and
displayed litt’_e of the economic xencphobia that caaracterized
the JTapanese and Xorean models. Instead, ae focusecd drincipally
on getting zthe macroeconomic policies rigat -- infrastructure
investment, education, and wage policies. In saort, Lee experzly
leveraged his limited resources (principally location, his
vopulation's relative expertise in trade and 1its familiarizy wita
Nestern culture., by implementing policies designed to encourage
foreign investment It 1s a stratecy in striking contrast to
tne Soviets', anc later the Cainese', reliance on se_Z-reliance,
1.e sqgueezinc the peasantry in order to obtain internal
investmen:t capitacl.

Singapore's Zoreign volicy under Lee Kuan Yew flowed
natura_._y from the priority he ascribed to internal
modernization Given the level of regional instabil:ty in 1965,
one could make a rational argumen: Zor devoting far mwore
resources to defense than Lee actually did. Althougn2 he did draw
on Zsraeli advice to develop a poten: defensive force based on
compulsory miliztary service, 1t 1s 1nteresting o nots taat ae
never attemptec to develop the ability to dro-ect milrtary power,
even in tae defense oI the regional sea lanes critical to
Sincapore's economy. Beyond the argument that Sincarocre was oo
smal_ to engace 1n even this limited arms race, one can also

arcue tahat 1T was also far more cost-efiective for Sincapore to



advance 1:ts 1interests through alliances and balance-oZ-power
stratecies To the former end, he strove to reduce zensions and
eventually acaieve close cooperation wiza Indonesia and Malaysia,
the —wo counztries with the c¢reatest power to disrupt _ocal
Shipplng _anes To the latter, Singapore has wor<ed o achieve
anarmonious relations with all of recion's actors, including the
ASEAN counzries and China. At the same time, 1t has sought to
strengthen the regional balance of power by welcoming the

=l TT O o~ mmm m mm o mmm my m — T=sr
Lilc v.o alll oL c Lceciell.diy

presence of other actors, particularly
India. In short, Singapore's foreign policy has been a textbook
applicazion of limited resources to achieving substanzial
oo ectaives
Conclusion

Lee's success 1n transforming Singapore into an economic
vowerhouse, enaancing political stability, while maintaining (and
perhaps even increasing) social conesion 1s an extraordinary
comnination oI achievements by any measure. Inceed, in this
cenzury, only Lenin and his disciples have even attempted a
similar feat -- only to see their very success 1in social and
political transformation lay the seeds of economic collapse. Why
c1d one succeed where the otaer failed? 1In parz, one can argue
thaz Lee was the sarewder ana_yst of a1s envaircnment, <nowing
taat for a_l his abili:zy to outmaneuver anc occasiona-ly
intimidate his vpolitical competitors, his ambitious p_ans

u_zimately depended upon the cooperation oI otner forces. Driven

oy 1deology, Lenin (and particularly 211S Successors) strove o



obtain resources by coercion; tae result, however, was passivity
at nome and hostility abrocad. Lee, in contrast, followed
poZicies that encouraged ootna his own citizens anc tae investment
wor_d zo "suy-in'

Indeed, his success ca_ls 1nto question certain accepted
wiscoms O Western political thoucht. Many political observers
arcue that one cannot legislate social values, nor can a mcdern,
inZormation-rich society be constructed on the foundation of
ricid political control. Has Lee succeeded in solving these
political riddles® Peraaps not. For one thing, althouch Lee's
Singapore has been run with a firm hand, i1t aas never been
—otalitarian. Some political dissent -- a certain decree of
p-uralism -- has always been a part of the equation.

At tne same time, 1t is hard to know wnat price in polizical
maturity the city-state has paid for Lee's version oI political
staoility. One of the key tests of any political system 1s 1ts
ability to provide a mechanism for tae stable transZfer of vower
For all their weaknesses, the Western democracies that Lee of:zen
compgres unZavorably o his "Asian model" are well-tested in this
regard. It remains to be seen 1f Singapore will drove ecual o
zhis future challenge or whether the country will ultimately finc
that, when the time of transition finally does arrive, it 1s not

yet politica’ly mature enouca to manage it
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